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Abstract
This paper discusses the relationship between abstract conceptualizations of design and the
uncertainty and contradiction that result from the need to re-configure our relationship to
the material world that is presented by issues of sustainability. In ‘About the Word Design’
(2005) the philosopher Vilém Flusser provides an etymological analysis that goes beyond
the word’s conventional connection to representation and form giving, pointing out a
relationship between the ‘Design’ and the sense of human intentions, ‘to have designs on
something’, connecting this with a sense of ‘cunning and deception’ - the designer is ‘a
cunning plotter laying his traps’ (1999: 17). He suggests that design can be thought of as
the bridge between the art and technology, and notes how its effects tend to become
invisible in the practices of every-day life. The paper proposes aspects of ‘trickster’
strategies to re-configure the compounds of ideas, material goods and habits that comprise
the practices of everyday life by making such relationships visible again.
It relates Flusser’s ideas, to the theory of social practice (Reckwitz 2002, Schatzki 2002)
which is being used to understand how everyday practices that consume resources are
configured, in order to help to see how to re-configure them. The design of our material
environment is one element in the configuration of practices. The paper considers
discussions of the trickster concept in anthropology, contemporary art and the history of
religion to discuss two case studies that may indicate ways to modify every-day actions.
These cases – practices that relate to packaging for everyday goods and women’s hair-care
– both have consequences for resource use and demonstrate the conglomerations of
material and immaterial factors that cohere in a practice. The paper considers
relationships to existing designs and the tricky consequences of radical re-design of both
material objects and of practices.
Keywords: trickster, sustainability, social practice
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Fragment of Till’s theme – horn solo – in Till Eulenspiegels lustige Streiche, tone poem by
Richard Strauss, 1894

Introduction
To start this discussion of design and the concept of the ‘Trickster’ I want to identify three
senses of the word ‘Design’ as it relates to people, objects and process. These are
designers, designs and the process of designing. It is easy to personify the first through
the appearance of the two UK designers Richard Seymour and Dick Powell, the long hair
and beard of one with its opposite in the clean cut looks of the other. Between them they
look to be equally at home in the boardroom and the studio and inhabit the border
between the two. For the second, imagine any piece of desirable design that parts
people from their money on the basis of that desire – and perhaps make that image
personal by recalling that feeling of disappointment when a new purchase fails to live up
to its promise, or simply over time loses the gloss of novelty. Finally, consider the
process that materialises the future in conditions of uncertainty by engaging with
problems that are too complex to fully define – those wicked problems; that design
process (Rittel 1973).
The intention of this paper is to think about design as it faces the challenge of
environmental sustainability, from the perspective of the character of the ‘trickster’ – or
more accurately perhaps the collection of ideas about relationships between the human
and non-human characters that occupy the world, that lie behind the trickster character.
These ideas occur in various specific forms across a long span of history and in different
cultures – they have in common a sort of productive deceit, which can involve trickery;
things not seeming to be what they really are. A cunning intelligence that is both inside
the establishment, and outside it; that both follows rules and breaks them; that is both
transparent and obscure – it can relate to all the three characterisations of Design above,
1
as people, things and process.
The reason for thinking about design in this way is to uncover potential for it to help to
change how we relate to the material world as consumers; to reduce the resource
depletion and carbon emissions that result from our consumption activities. Although this
is a relatively abstract ways of thinking about what design is, this abstractness is
balanced by considering the potential for change in specific instances of ‘things in action’.
The paper presents two such examples; the conundrum presented by designing for reuse, in the light of re-use practices that seem to arise spontaneously in everyday life;
some speculative propositions to reduce resource consumption through revisions to the
practice of hair-care.
The starting point of the paper is the idea of Design as deceit that Villem Flusser
introduces in ‘About the Word Design’ (2005). By relating this idea to sustainability it
connects with some of the implications of Flusser’s comments about the relationship of
design to individual freedom. Assumptions about individuals’ freedom to consume have
1

The ideas seem to have been studied from two perspectives, one comes from
anthropology and concerns the trickster character as evident in the folk tales of
indigenous peoples and the other, with its roots in Greek thought relates to a trickster
characteristic that things or people can have. The first, with its connection to a desire to
identify the elements of a basic human nature and archetypal cultural forms is of less
interest to this discussion than the latter, which focuses on a mode of addressing the
world that is dynamic and contingent.
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connections to the influence of government and corporate policy on sustainability – the
nature and scale of consumption can be influenced by both, most directly through
government action to prohibit certain sorts of consumption such as ‘choice editing’
(Sustainable Consumption Round-Table 2006), as well as through the design of products.
Consumption happens as part of social practices (Ropke 2009, Shove 2003) and its scale
and nature is influence by and influences their configuration.The design of what is
consumed, its meaning for us and its materiality, has a reciprocal relationship to such
practices.
For all that it is a worthy object of study, because its cunning intelligence may help to
change how people relate to the material world, Design alone cannot control those
relationships because of its reciprocal relationship to the other elements of the practices
in which its products exist. On a social level, it is subject to its political context and
prevailing values. The intention of this paper is to initiate thinking about design from the
point of view of the trickster’s cunning intelligence to help us to see how designers,
designs and the design process can be both inside and outside; how they can offer
2
critique; to see design as part of emancipatory interventions .

Flusser’s Design as Deceit
“A Designer is a cunning plotter laying his traps” (Flusser 1993: 17)
It is not easy to uncover the premises from which Flusser works in the very short essay
‘About the Word Design’, though he does seem to operate from certain assumptions,
such as that the terms ‘art’ and ‘nature’ are transparent, and he makes a passing
reference to Marx’s proposition that the true value of commodities is in the labour spent
on their production. It is his conclusions that are of interest here, particularly that there is
a ‘tricky’ dimension to design. He traces this back to Plato’s sense that techne betrays
Ideal forms, that the designer’s art is trickery, artifice. For Plato “artists and technicians
were traitors to Ideas and tricksters because they cunningly seduced people into
perceiving distorted ideas” (ibid: 18). Flusser goes on to figure design as a mediator:
between technology and art; between humans’ animal nature and their cultured being.
As he puts it, “a human being is a design against nature” (ibid: 19)
Flusser relates his characterisation of design as a cunning plot to only part of the total
phenomenon of ‘Design’ in the contemporary world. He suggests that trickery is a feature
of certain people and certain things, and implies that it underlies all culture, but does not
emphasise the processes used to bring objects into existence or to change culture. In
this respect his article misses a significant aspect of the potential of design - emphasising
the trickster nature of design process, design thinking, may be a way to elucidate the
potential that design can have to changing social practices.
The limitations of Flusser’s characterisation of design give the impression that its
effectiveness is limited to duping consumers; getting one over on them; playing to their
vanity; separating them from their true natures. However, he seems for culture in his
suggestion that “the design behind all culture has to be deceptive (artful?) enough to turn
mere mammals conditioned by nature into free artists”(ibid: 19). This aligns with the sort
of ‘craft’ consumption that Colin Campbell (2005) describes in which consumers remove
the products of design from the sphere of commodities through the creation of singular
ensembles. This artful design of ensembles is out of the hands of designers, and while it
is not especially ‘tricky’, Campbell does argue that it is in some measure a reaction
against commodification.
2

It is not the central intention of this paper to engage with the politics of design, or to
connect this discussion of the trickster with debates in the philosophy of technology.
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Apart from this connection between Design and Art, a positive reading that requires some
effort, Flusser’s characterisation of Design as deceit makes it sound thoroughly ignoble
and rather far from art in the sense of that which gives access to the sublime. It also
uses an unwarrantedly negative construction on the character of the trickster. One aim of
this paper is to critique and develop Flusser’s characterisation of Designers with a
‘cunning plotter’, in the context of aspects of contemporary design practice.It is hoped
that emphasising the critical potential of the trickster figure may indicate how design can
support and help bring about changes to cultural practices which have positive impacts
on environmental sustainability. First though, it is appropriate to expand a little on the
trickster character to show its potential beyond Flusser’s use of it.

Design and the Concept of the Trickster
To develop Flusser’s connection between Design and deception, and to make use of the
undoubted power of his analysis as a provocation to thought (and action), it is appropriate
to wonder what sort of deceiver a designer might be. To characterise Design(ers) in this
way runs against some prevalent assumptions about it (and them), but confirms others.
Design is taken to be a ‘good’ in at least two senses. Governments, and the Design
profession, take Design to have the potential to stimulate economic growth – a view that
is particularly prominent in times of economic crisis like these. The UK’s Design Council,
for
instance,
currently
has
a
campaign
called
‘Designing
Demand’
(http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/) which takes Design to be a key element in innovation
and economic growth. This economic purpose for design is alleged to operate at many
levels – in the design of objects and of strategies for business success (see for example
Buchanan 1998) and for social innovation for sustainability (see for example Manzini and
Vezzoli 2008 and Manzini 2007).
Then there are various glosses on the word that take it to be a means of changing the
world for the better. The concept of ‘sustainable design’ is based on an assumption that
through their activities designers can independently mitigate the environmental impact of
consumption by making ‘good choices’ in respect of the embodied energy, longevity,
energy consumption, resource conservation and social sustainability of the products for
which they are (held) responsible (see for instance McDonough and Braungart, 2002;
McLennan 2004). To suggest that Design is deceitful makes it sound like a less
honourable calling than this. It is therefore perhaps an unwise move, given the desire
that underlies this paper to counter concerns that design has a key role in wasteful
consumption (Papanek 1972, Manzini 2007:233) and that it has no innate characteristic
that means it will ameliorate the resource depletion that results. Flusser’s readiness to
characterise Design as ‘tricky’ may be a reflection of his times when Design perhaps had
a more unproblematic progressive gloss, relatively un-tarnished by the concern for
sustainability that has arisen since the 1960s.
The trickster character appears in the folklore of Europe, Africa and North America. A
classic trickster figure of central European folklore in the Medieval period is Till
Eulenspiegel, with the owl and the mirror, playing tricks on honest burghers, often of a
3
scatological kind . There is a relationship between Till and the figure of the fool in
Shakespeare – the character that can see the foolishness of authority and is allowed to
say so because, after all, he is a fool. This fool-trickster is an outsider; by convention he
wears the ‘motley’ costume that marks him out, and carries a bladder on a stick. He is
like a comedian who can break rules and transgress accepted norms, can speak the truth

3

While many of the other features of the trickster character can be used to understand
design, this is not one of those.
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to authority without fear of retribution. Cristiano Grottanelli suggests that although
trickster figures appear in many cultures they share the following traits:
“tricksters are breakers of rules, but, though they are often tragic in their own
specific way, their breaking of rules is always comical. This funny irregularity is
the central quality of the trickster: and what makes the anomie comical is the
trickster’s lowliness […] he never ranks high, and his power lies in his witty brain
or in some strange gift of nature. So a working definition of the trickster could be:
‘a breaker of rules who is funny because he is lowly.’” (1983: 120-121)
Despite his lowliness, the trickster is important to the cultures in which he appears,
sometimes sacred, and it is this contradiction that is his most significant feature. He is
‘…a necessary element of the mythical (and actual) reality because of his creative (but
irregular) achievements.’ (ibid, 121; emphasis in original). Grottanelli describes a
selection of trickster characters from Roman history and religion - ‘lowly, ridiculous,
effeminate’ characters ‘given to homosexual debauchery and to selling false prophecies
to all they can trick along the way in their itinerant mode of life.’ (ibid 127) For Grottanelli,
tricksters are ‘duplex’ rather than ‘simplex’ (ibid: 129) and for Lewis Hyde this puts them
on both sides of a boundary, rule or norm. “Trickster is the creative idiot, […] the wise
fool, the gray-haired baby, the cross-dresser, the speaker of sacred profanities” (Hyde
2008: 7).
It is tempting to wonder how design might be considered duplicitous or boundary-crossing
after the fashion of the trickster. There is an easy critique of Design from the point of
view of sustainability, given its close connection to consumption. Design promises
‘gloss’, semiotic mastery of our surroundings, but delivers ‘dross’; the shiny goods we
carry home with us are all destined for the bin. Here, design is certainly duplicitous, but it
is hard to see what positive consequences this could have for revising social practices.
Designers may claim the power to provide mastery over our material surroundings and
may promote themselves on the basis that they are custodians of a creative practice that
can ‘subvert the context’ or ‘shift the paradigm’ for consumers or businesses. But as
professionals they actually have relatively little economic or political power; in
corporations they are subject to commercial imperatives and in the political sphere, while
their potential to promote economic growth is recognised, their potential to transform
4
social practices seems to receive less emphasis . This view of design does not seem to
offer much mileage in thinking about the designer as trickster-fool who might be able to
help promote sustainability by helping to change social practices since this trickster is
always co-opted by prevailing interests. Discussions of the trickster character in relation
to contemporary art emphasise this point. Marta Smolińska (2011) explores the tactics of
Polish transgressive political art through the concept of the trickster and refers to Street’s
(1972) characterisation of ‘trickstering’ as rule-breaking that serves to point up the
existence of the rules. In this construction ‘tricky’ art, or design practice is not what it
seems – it is normative rather than subversive:
“By acting at the boundaries of order the trickster gives definition to that order” (Street
1972: 101)
For Street, trickster actions are both contrary to rules and constrained by them, in the end
identifying and confirming them. Smolińska also suggests that deciding what the
4

This is not to deny the impact of the principle of design-led social innovation on
sustainability thinking, as represented by the work of Jegou, Manzini (2008) and others
such as the DESIS network (http://www.desis-network.org/).
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consequences are of such transgression is up to the ‘interpretive abilities’ of the society
that the trickster inhabits. If the trickster’s transgressions are so constrained, in what way
can the characteristics of the trickster theme applied in design show us the way to
different futures in relation to social practices? Turning to the way that the trickster mind
works, rather than concentrating on trickster activities, may provide a way to do this.

The Octopus and the Fox – Cunning Intelligence
“Culture is the activity of ordering, disordering, and reordering in the search for
understanding and for values which guide action.(Buchanan 1998: 10)
Aspects of Buchanan’s 1998 analysis of the appropriate role for Design at the end of the
last century point towards the focus of this paper – the possibility of productive
disordering through trickster strategies – though I suspect this was not his intention. The
productive disordering that Design can bring about seems to derive from a certain
orientation to problems – and by Buchanan’s extension therefore, to culture. This
orientation, permissible in the marginal territory that the trickster inhabits, has some
things in common with the quality of ‘Métis’ that appears in Ancient Greek mythology.
Métis is a mental attribute – a combination of wisdom and cunning – though it was also
5
personified in the Goddess Métis, who was Zeus’ first wife . Detienne and Vernant
characterise it in this way:
There is no doubt that ‘métis’ is a type of intelligence and of thought, a way of
knowing; it implies a complex but very coherent body of mental attitudes and
intellectual behaviour which combine flair, wisdom, forethought, subtlety of mind,
deception, resourcefulness, vigilance, opportunism, various skills, and experience
acquired over years. It is applied to situations which are transient, shifting,
disconcerting and ambiguous, situations which do not lend themselves to precise
measurement, exact calculation or rigorous logic. (Detienne and Vernant, 1991
(1978): 3-4)
6

An instance of Métis in action for the Greeks was in the practice of craft – both as the
maker’s skill in mastering ‘mysteries’ and in the sense of deceit. This latter, ‘craftiness’,
has a clear relationship to Flusser’s characterisation of design in terms of the trickster
figure. The quality of Métis, its combination of wisdom and cunning, was also illustrated
in Greek thought by the qualities of the octopus and of the fox ‘the back-tracking of a fox
and the polymorphism of an octopus’ (ibid: 2). Both achieve their ends through cunning
rather than through ‘logos’ – through intelligence in a dynamic relationship to an
unfolding situation, rather than through clear rationalisation and reasoned discourse.
Métis is practical knowledge locked into relationship with the ‘world of Becoming’, the
changing circumstances, the flux, in which human life plays out, rather than philosophers’
‘world of ideas’ (ibid 45). In Detienne and Vernant’s account, it is a set of techniques for
getting what you want that has no higher ideals built into it; it is in the skill of the politician,
the skill of the sophist that can make a weak argument appear to outweigh a strong one.
It is an intelligence which, instead of contemplating unchanging essences, is
directly involved in the difficulties of practical life with all its risks, confronted with
a world of hostile forces which are disturbing because they are always changing
and ambiguous. (ibid: 44)
Métis’ relationship to the trickster is evident in the ploys and manoeuvres that
characterise its cunning intelligence. Some of these are also familiar as critical moves or
creative ploys –the principle of reversal appears in Greek accounts of Métis (Detienne &
5
6

Zeus ate Métis after their marriage in order thoroughly to possess her quality.
Alongside hunting, fishing, chariot racing and fighting among other examples.
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Vernant 34ff).The fox plays dead to catch the carrion crow. The polymorphous octopus,
a ‘being of the night’ (ibid: 38), carries with it its own obscuring cloud behind which it can
escape to disguise itself by taking on the colour and texture of its background. The
octopus’s ‘essential features’ are “pliability and polymorphism, duplicity and equivocality,
inversion and reversal” (ibid: 38).
This characterisation is reminiscent of some of the tricks of creative problem solving –
think of the problem upside-down, from a different (tricky) angle – manifest in Brian Eno’s
Oblique Strategies, Edward de Bono’s Lateral Thinking, Ideo’s Methods Cards. The
relationship between creativity and the cunning intelligence of the trickster appears in
designer Iasao Hosoe’s (2006) ruminations on the relevance of the trickster figure to
design, which make a convenient bridge between the way the character has been traced
through culture in studies from the humanities that I have discussed above, and the
examples that I will introduce below. Hosoe writes in the context of interaction design, a
manifestation of designing that has challenged linear and abstract approaches to
designing that draw from the positivist tradition in science. He points up this challenge,
which has resulted in tactics of designing that draw from a range of approaches in the
humanities and the human sciences, often theorised from the perspective of Science and
Technology Studies (Suchman 1987) and phenomenology (see Wright and McCarthy
2010) and drawing insights from the way that artists use new technology.
Hosoe proposes the quickness and ‘doubling’ of the trickster as a way of breaking out of
what he presents as the static position that results from positivist approaches. Just as a
static position makes it impossible to picture ways to meet the challenges of interaction
design it is an impediment to figuring ways to meet the challenge of environmental
sustainability. Hosoe offers three forms of trickery that designers can adopt, ‘play’,
‘bricolage’ and ‘folly’ – which are likely to be related and even overlapping. He implies
that designers are in a particularly powerful position to introduce these three elements
into their practice. They feature prominently in the conventional ‘tool-kit’ of design
thinking, so in a sense Hosoe is saying nothing new in suggesting that such trickster-ish
ploys are relevant to design, but the need which he identifies to move beyond positivist
modes of addressing problems is as relevant to efforts to change social practices as it is
to deriving viable modes of interaction with new technology.
Here therefore, it is perhaps possible to see a clear link between the trickster theme as
applied to design and the objective of re-configuring social practices to reduce their
environmental impact. The definition of social practices that is can be found in work that
attends to the relationship between design and consumption, in the work of Elizabeth
Shove (2003), Inge Ropke (2009) and Alan Warde (2005) for instance, draws from the
definition of social practice by Andreas Reckwitz (2002) and Theodore Schatzki (2002).
Both these writers identify the material elements of social practices – the role of ‘things’ in
ordering social relationships – as well as the potential for practices to change through
‘ruptures’ in the routines that sustain them, which may in principle derive from the material
elements of the practice, as well as from other causes external and internal to the
practice. They both also indicate the importance of individuals’ affective relationship to a
practice for its constitution and continuation, what Reckwitz calls ‘states of emotion and
7
motivational knowledge’.

7

Reckwitz’ much quoted definition of a ‘practice’,in full, is as follows: ‘A ‘practice’ is a
routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one
another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a
background knowledge in the form of understanding, how-how, states of emotion and
motivational knowledge.’ (Reckwitz 2002: 249)
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For Schatzki, a practice is, as Inge Ropke puts it, an 'organised constellation of actions an integral bundle of activities - a set of interconnected doings and sayings' (Ropke 2009:
2491), recognisable across time and space. Shove and Pantzar (2005) identify the role of
the material elements of practices in their formulation of practice as ‘material, meaning
and competence’, or ‘equipment, images and skills’. For Reckwitz, things ‘mould’
activities: ‘they enable and limit certain bodily and mental activities, certain knowledge
and understanding as elements of practices..’ and are ‘…consititutive elements of forms
of behaviour’ (ibid 2002: 253). Because material is constitutive there is potential for
design, through ‘form-giving’ (Alexander 1964), to re-constitute practices. Trickster
strategies, because they are appropriate for open, changing, uncertain situations, stand
to contribute to such re-constitution but only if they can do more than demonstrate the
boundaries and rules that constrain and stabilise practices. This means appealing to the
cunning intelligence of the trickster – the qualities of the fox or the octopus – not simply
playing the gray-haired baby or the wise fool. It may also involve developing designs that
are themselves tricky and promote more sustainable actions over less sustainable ones.
The following two examples illustrate this possibility, one in the context of design
research that used ethnography to delineate the practice of women’s hair care to propose
subversions of the practice to uncover its boundaries, the other in everyday domestic life
where the design of packaging is routinely subverted by its re-use.

Hair-Care
The first example draws from research by Sabine Hielscher, of the University of Sussex
(2010). Her PhD took a critical position on sustainable design as a means for influencing
the resource demand consequent on everyday consumption. It focused on women’s hair8
care practices using a broadly ethnographic approach that included ‘cultural probes’
(Gaver et al 1999, 2004), interviews and creative workshops. In its methodology
therefore it had close relationships to design processes. For the purpose of this
discussion, it is the objectives of the study and the details of the methods she used that
are interesting. The research did not intend to propose solutions to the consequences of
hair-care practices for resource consumption. Rather it sought to use a practice-theory
approach to delineate and understand the practice of hair-care in the UK, and to flesh out
a critique of sustainable design, by concentrating on the ‘dynamics’ of the practice – in
other words how it has changed and may yet change. So one of the objectives of the
study was to provide an empirical study of a practice from a practice-theory perspective in
the spirit of Shove’s studies of air conditioning and Nordic Walking (2003, 2005).
Hielscher’s design research was itself ‘trickster-ish’ in that it used designerly strategies to
expose the rules of the practice of hair-care by proposing ways in which rules might be
broken. The research process featured quite a lot of drawings that provided an
immediate means for rich communication in both directions between researcher and
participants about the practice of hair-care, which could identify the ‘rules’ of the practice
by encapsulating alternate possibilities. The drawings relate to Hosoe’s concept of
trickster design – they are playful. Also, because we are in the grip of the ‘normality’ of
the practices that condition our expectations, some of them seem like pure folly. The
drawings in Figure 1, which were responses to the probe-packs, and the drawing in
Figure 2, which was an interview prompt, point to assumptions about the private,
individual and domestic nature of hair-care through their playful folly. Identifying the rules
of this practice by proposing to break them has a strong relationship to design, as it
engages with women’s hair-care as a social practice through propositions that would
require (relatively radical) revisions to it. The intention here was to identify ways in which
8

250ml of shampoo results in the consumption of 218 litres of water.
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interventions might de-stabilise the practice, for it to be re-stabilised round a less
resource-intensive pattern (Fisher and Hielscher 2010).

Packaging Re-Use
The second example points to the trickster character in the spontaneous subversion of
designs that occurs in everyday life. When an individual re-uses a piece of packaging for
some purpose other than that for which it was designed, they work against the ‘script’
(Akrich 1992) built into it by virtue of its place in the supply chain of which it is part. This
is not insignificant, since in the UK every year each household discards packaging
amounting to 20% of the weight of a family car (Fisher and Shipton 2009). Such re-use
may or may not be significant in ameliorating the sustainability impact of consumption
(ibid: 149), and is outside the ambit of Design since it takes place in the sphere of
everyday consumption. This puts it beyond the direct control of designers since it
subverts their intentions. However subversions of design can, in a trickster-ish fashion,
serve to highlight the ‘rules’ by which consumption practices operate and such is the case
with the spontaneous re-use of packaging.
In the social practices in which packaging designs exist it is often the ‘states of emotion
and motivational knowledge’ that Reckwitz refers to which are to the fore when the
objects are subverted through re-use. to contemplate breaking what appears to be the
‘natural flow’ of packaging from carrier bag to waste bin can invoke and delineate the
matrix of disgust-monitored rules that keep the practice intact.
So when one
contemplates using, say, a LDPE milk flagon for something other than temporarily storing
and transporting milk, it requires a trickster-ish transgression of the rule that identifies
used milk flagons as ‘waste’ – possibly smelly waste. These subversions of design are
discussed at length in Fisher and Shipton (2009) where the examples shown in Figures 3
and 4 appear. They demonstrate that cunning intelligence applied to re-use is to be
found in non-professional, everyday settings (Figure 3) but is also a potential element in a
professional’s approach to design that engages with the consequence of packaging
waste for sustainability (Figure 4).

Conclusions – the potential of trickery
The discussion above has set out three aspects of the trickster theme, the trickster
character, trickster objects and a trickster turn of mind; cunning intelligence. It has
considered them in the context of the challenge to design and consumption posed by
environmental sustainability, suggesting that this challenge is likely to be met only by
changing consumption practices. It has taken the position that the first is unlikely to be
useful to this end – the effects of both trickster characters in folklore and designers who
operate across the border between the boardroom and the artist’s studio are normative
rather than subversive, even though the trickster designer can use deceit to bring into the
open aspects of our relationship with the material world which are usually hidden.
In the appropriate institutional framework however, this Design trickery, this ‘craftiness’
could be put to work in the service of sustainability, particularly as cunning intelligence
manifest in designs. It would be useful, for instance, to make palatable the choice editing
that is necessary to reduce the resource depletion and carbon emission caused by
consumption. By working with extant social practices, trickster approaches in Design
could help to change habits and expectations of consumers in alliance with fiscal and
legal frameworks. As Miniates (2010) points out There is a need to move from
‘consumption shifting’, changing to less unsustainable patterns of consumption, to
consumption reducing. In our political setting where the rhetoric of consumer choice is
prominent, the changes that will be required to the social practices in which consumption
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is embedded need to be both radical, and acceptable in terms of the structures of feeling
that are embedded in those practices. Trickster design practices might help to bring this
about.

Figures
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Figure 1, responses to the probe packs (Hielscher 2010).

Figure 2, proposition for an alternate way to dry the hair – interview prompt (Hielscher
2010)
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Figure 3, detergent containers re-used as storage bins in a home workshop. (Source:
Karen Clifford)

Figure 4, PET drinks bottles re-used in a swimming buoy (source: Samuel Bernier)
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